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Similarly	to	a	“static”	hermeneutic,	a	“dynamic”	hermeneutic	affirms	that	the	text	can	be	read	in	a	“plain”	way	but	it	also	gives	careful	attention	to	the	immediate	and	wider	context	of	the	passage.		Furthermore,	it	endeavors	to	frame	controversial	passages	within	broader	biblical	“principles.”		Accordingly,	overarching	themes,	such	as	“God	is	Love,”	“back	to	Creation	narrative,”	“love	your	neighbor	as	yourself,”	“do	unto	others,”	“be	holy	because	I	am	holy,”	etc.,	become	part	of	the	hermeneutical	lens	through	which	difficult	scriptural	passages	are	interpreted.		This	is	exactly	what	happened	in	the	case	of	the	Christian	anti-slavery	movement.		The	Scripture	itself	provides	support	for	this	kind	of	interpretative	procedure.94		In	Nehemiah	8:8	the	Levites	read	from	the	Book	of	the	Law	of	God	to	the	people	and	then	interpreted	it,	or	gave	it	“the	meaning,	so	that	the	people	understood	what	was	being	read.”		Once	the	people	“understood”	the	Word	of	God,	they	were	encouraged	to	put	it	into	practice.		The	same	three-step	interpretative	process	is	evident	in	Luke	10:25-37,	where	an	expert	in	the	law	engaged	Jesus	in	conversation.		First,	Jesus	asked,	“What	is	written	in	the	law?”	–	a	question	that,	on	its	own,	would	seem	to	support	a	literalistic	approach;	however,	Jesus	immediately	moved	on	to	ask,	“How	do	you	read	it?”	–	a	process	that	required	interpretation	in	view	of	the	context.		Only	in	light	of	this	second	step,	in	which	the	meaning	of	the	passage	was	understood,	does	Christ	urge	the	expert	to	put	His	teaching	into	practice	(v.37).		Finally,	in	Luke	24:13-35,	Jesus	appeared	to	the	disciples	on	the	road	to	Emmaus.		Once	again,	the	discussion	began	with	a	literalistic	interpretation	of	the	prophetic	words	and	a	cherished	opinion.		Jesus	then	admonished	the	disciples:	“How	foolish	you	are,	and	how	slow	of	heart	to	believe	all	that	the	prophets	have	spoken!	.	.	.	And	beginning	with	Moses	and	all	the	Prophets,	he	explained	to	them	what	was	said	in	all	the	Scriptures	concerning	himself”	(v.27).95		Once	the	disciples’	eyes	were	opened	through	Christ’s	contextual	interpretation,	they	immediately	put	to	practice	what	they	heard.		These	passages	point	to	a	holistic	way	of	interpreting	difficult	scriptural	passages.		First,	one	begins	with	the	text;	then	“contextual	and	larger	theological	considerations”96	such	as	overarching	biblical	themes	are	taken	into	account,	giving	the	passage	“meaning”	(Neh	8:8);	and	finally,	the	message	is	applied.		It	is	evident	that	pro-slavery	theologians	bypassed	the	second	step,	moving	directly	from	a	literalistic	reading	to	application.	Can	a	“dynamic”	or	“principled”	interpretation	lead	to	a	more	subjective	way	of	interpreting	Scripture?		This	cannot	be	denied.		However,	the	foundation	for	such	an	approach	to	scriptural	interpretation	lies	in	the	fact	that,	albeit	inferior,	our	understanding	of	God’s	attributes	is	analogous	to	the	way	God	understands	them.		Take,	for	example,	the	concept	of	“love.”		If	we	make	a	sharp,	qualitative	distinction	between	God’s	love	and	human	love,	then	we	make	God	incomprehensible,	and	statements	such	as	“God	is	love”	or	“God	is	just”	are	meaningless.		If	such	concepts	are	divorced	from	human	experience,	then	knowledge	of	God	becomes	humanly	impossible.		The	reason	why	God	revealed	Himself	in	the	Scriptures	was	to	help	humanity	comprehend	what	His	love	and	His	justice	are	like.																																																										94I	am	indebted	to	Ron	du	Preez,	who	reviewed	my	paper	prior	to	its	publication	and	brought	to	my	attention	the	three-pronged	interpretative	approach	(observation,	interpretation,	and	application)	as	well	as	the	passages	supporting	it.	95Emphasis	mine.		96Moskala,	10.		
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Furthermore,	this	revelation	was	given	so	that	our	damaged	understanding	of	the	moral	principles	of	God’s	government	could	be	corrected.		It	is	such	an	approach	to	scriptural	interpretation	that	provided	the	foundational	framework	for	those	Christians	who	opposed	slavery.		To	suggest	that	God,	who	revealed	Himself	in	the	Scriptures	through	the	life	and	death	of	Jesus	Christ,	condoned	the	atrocity	of	American	slavery	was,	for	them,	tantamount	to	blasphemy.		It	was	this	cognitive	dissonance	that	pro-slavery	theologians	were	willing	to	live	with,	whereas	besmirching	the	character	of	God	was	a	risk	that	abolitionist	Christians	were	not	willing	to	take.	As	I	have	reflected	on	this	subject,	a	question	kept	returning	to	my	mind:	“What	makes	readers	of	the	Bible	choose	one	hermeneutical	approach	over	another?”		Before	attempting	to	answer	this	question,	I	need	to	make	an	observation.		In	my	26	years	of	Christian	ministry,	as	a	local	church	pastor,	missionary	and	academic,	I	am	yet	to	meet	a	believer	who	uses	only	one	hermeneutical	approach	consistently.	This	is	also	my	own	experience.		Shifting	back	and	forth	between	hermeneutics	is	not	necessarily	undesirable.		A	hermeneutically	“static”	approach	to	some	scriptural	passages	may	be	appropriate,	whereas	a	“dynamic”	approach	may	add	a	new	dimension	to	our	understanding	of	certain	texts.		After	all,	God	created	us	to	use	both	reason	and	experience	when	interacting	with	external	data.		Furthermore,	none	of	us	have	complete	knowledge	of	all	things	and	we	continue	to	grow	in	our	understanding.		Thus,	consciously	choosing	a	consistent	hermeneutical	approach	might	not	be	possible	or	desirable.		Otherwise,	how	could	anyone	ever	experience	a	phenomenon	of	“changing	of	one’s	mind”?		But	I	have	also	observed	that	much	of	our	intra-denominational	conflict	is	caused	by	diverse	hermeneutical	approaches	to	the	same	scriptural	passage.		Thus,	we	return	to	the	question	posed	above:	What	is	it	that	makes	us	choose	a	particular	hermeneutical	approach	over	another	when	approaching	a	difficult	passage	of	the	Bible?		The	answer	that	makes	most	sense	to	me	is	that	it	is	our	worldview,	based	on	a	variety	of	presuppositions,	which	tends	to	makes	us	choose	a	particular	hermeneutical	approach.		However	we	might	deny	it,	it	is	incontrovertible	that	we	bring	ourselves	into	the	reading	of	the	text.		Once	again,	this	is	not	necessarily	a	bad	thing.		In	fact,	having	a	worldview	is	necessary	if	we	want	to	approach	Scripture	in	a	meaningful	way.		For	example,	a	person	who	believes	that	the	Bible	is	the	Word	of	God	will	approach	the	text	in	a	different	way	than	one	who	espouses	atheism.		We	also	bring	ourselves	into	the	reading	of	text	when	we	think	of	God’s	attributes,	such	as	His	“love.”		When	I	encounter	the	word	“love”	in	the	New	Testament,	I	subconsciously	assume	that	what	the	author	had	in	mind	matches	my	own	concept	of	love.		This,	however,	may	not	necessarily	be	true.		After	all,	my	twenty-first	century	understanding	of	the	concept	of	“love”	may	be	different	from	the	original	author’s	concept	of	“love.”		And	not	only	is	the	English	word	“love”	used	to	translate	several	different	Greek	words,	but	different	cultures,	families	and	religious	traditions,	such	as	Calvinism	and	Arminianism,	can	understand	the	concept	of		“love”	in	diverse	ways.97		The	same	applies	to	other	attributes	of	God,	such	as	His	“justice,”	“goodness,”	“sovereignty,”	etc.		The	bottom	line	is	that	we	are	not	usually	conscious	of	the	fact	that	we	bring	our	worldview,	or	cultural	presuppositions,	with	us	when	we	approach																																																									97John	Peckham	deals	with	this	phenomenon	in	depth	in	his	masterful	study	of	God’s	love.		The	Love	
of	God	(Downers	Grove:	IVP	Academic,	2015).		
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the	text	of	the	Bible.		I	believe	that	this	is	the	key	to	understanding	what	happened	in	American	society	prior	to	the	Civil	War.			While	researching	material	for	this	paper,	I	was	astounded	to	find	so	many	biblical	passages	relating	to	slavery.		If	considered	in	their	entirety,	and	in	isolation	from	the	“abstract	principles”	of	the	Bible,	these	passages	establish	a	powerful	pro-slavery	argument.		While	I	knew	that	these	passages	existed,	I	had	always	subconsciously	applied	a	“dynamic”	hermeneutic	to	them,	deeming	them	irrelevant	to	my	life	and	the	society	I	was	a	part	of.		This	was	because	the	worldview	I	grew	up	with	provided	the	subconscious	presupposition	that	slavery	was	an	abhorrent	and	inhumane	practice.		Interestingly,	this	presupposition	did	not	come	from	the	church,	but	rather,	from	public	education	in	communist	Poland,	where	I	grew	up.		The	theme	of	slavery	was	so	distant	and	so	irrelevant	to	my	Christian	life	that	I	don’t	ever	remember	discussing	it	with	fellow	believers.		It	was	my	atheist	teachers	who	instilled	in	me	repugnance	for	slavery.		Later,	my	maturing	Christian	worldview	aligned	with	what	I	had	been	taught	by	my	cultural	environment.		Similarly,	in	modern	America	people	are	taught	from	childhood,	at	home,	school	and	church,	through	“the	newspapers,	the	novel,	and	the	magazine,”98	that	any	form	of	slavery	is	evil.		It	is	not	surprising,	therefore,	that	when	we	read	the	biblical	passages	on	slavery,	we	subconsciously	choose	a	“dynamic”	or	“principled”	hermeneutic.		Not	so	with	the	youth	of	the	antebellum	South,	who	grew	up	accustomed	to	slavery.		Surrounded	by	slave	nannies,	slave	cooks,	slave	housekeepers	and	slave	plantation	workers,	children	were	taught	that	slavery	was	an	inherent	part	of	the	economy,	that	their	wellbeing	depended	on	slave	labor,	and	that	God	had	ordained	it	this	way.		They	also	grew	up	believing	that	slavery	benefited	their	slaves;	that	because	slaves	were	a	different	category	of	human	beings,	a	“permanently	inferior	and	brutish	separate	human	species,”99	they	needed	bondage	to	bring	out	the	best	in	them.100		Thomas	Jefferson,	one	of	America’s	Founding	Fathers,	believed	that	“blacks	ability	to	reason	was	much	inferior	to	the	whites,	while	in	imagination	they	are	dull,	tasteless,	and	anomalous	and	inferior	to	the	whites	in	the	endowments	of	body	and	mind.”101		For	Jefferson,	“the	equality	of	mankind”	could	only	be	achieved	“by	excluding	blacks.”102		As	a	result,	many	Southern	Christians	viewed	Abraham	Lincoln	as	an	uncontrollable,	hypocritical,	anti-Christian	villain	who	started	an	“unnatural	war”	that	would	destroy	the	divinely	established	social	order,	rather	than	as	a	hero;103	Uncle	Tom’s	Cabin	as	a	“powerful	propaganda	weapon	for	the	North,”	rather	than	as	a	literary	masterpiece	104	and	abolitionism	as	an	ideology	that	struck	at	the	heart	of	their																																																									98See	footnotes	and	8	and	9	above.				99Waldo	E.	Martin,	The	Mind	of	Frederick	Douglass	(Chapel	Hill:	The	University	of	North	Carolina	Press,	1984),	231.		Frederick	Douglass	dedicated	his	life	to	counter	such	misconceptions;	cf.,	Discussions	on	
American	Slavery:	In	Dr.	Wardlow’s	Chaper,	Between	Mr.	George	Thompson	and	the	Rev.,	R.	J.	Breckinridge	(Glasgow:	George	Gallie	Publisher,	1836),	136.	100Cumming,	158.		101Paul	Finkelman,	Slavery	and	the	Founders:	Race	and	Liberty	in	the	Age	of	Jefferson	(London:	M.	E.	Sharpe,	2014),	197.			102Ibid.		103Cumming,	14-15,	158-159,	174-176.	104Ibid.,	175.			
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Christian	worldview.		This	was	what	the	children	of	the	antebellum	South	were	taught	at	home,	school	and	church,	through	“the	newspapers,	the	novel,	and	the	magazine.”		This	shaped	their	adult	worldview,	their	“normal,”	the	lens	through	which	they	read	their	Bibles.		
	
Conclusion	In	495	AD,	the	Roman	writer	Plautus	uttered	the	famous	words	Homo	homini	lupus,	i.e.,	“Man	is	wolf	to	man.”		Since	that	time,	this	phrase	has	been	used	to	describe	the	various	atrocities	committed	by	humans	against	other	humans.		Throughout	Christian	history,	many	such	atrocities	were	committed	in	the	name	of	Scripture.		The	modern	slave	trade,	which	took	millions	of	human	beings	from	their	African	homeland	to	American	slavery,	was	one	such	atrocity;	the	horrific	treatment	of	slaves	by	their	Southern	masters	was	another.		Even	those	who	might	be	considered	“good”	masters	believed	slavery	to	be	divinely	sanctioned.	While	they	agreed	that	slaves	should	not	be	mistreated,	they	believed	that	these	“isolated”	incidents	could	be	dealt	locally	with	and	did	not	warrant	a	war.	We	must	always	keep	in	mind	that,	in	terms	of	human	cruelty,	American	slavery	is	on	par	with	atrocities	such	as	the	Armenian	genocide,	the	Holocaust	or	the	genocide	in	Rwanda.		Not	one	of	our	modern,	intra-church	disagreements	even	comes	close	to	the	inhumanity	of	these	conflicts.		In	the	case	of	Southern	slavery,	however,	we	must	take	into	account	that	most	slave	owners	were	Christians	who	justified	their	practices	by	what	they	believed	were	the	“plain”	teachings	of	the	Bible.		Thus,	while	underscoring	the	inhumanity	of	Southern	slavery	and	embracing	the	a-priori	position	that	modern	slavery	is	incompatible	with	the	biblical	principle	of	God’s	love,	it	is	important	for	us	to	draw	some	lessons	for	today.		Otherwise,	we	might	be	in	danger	of	fulfilling	George	Santayana’s	aphorism:	“those	who	cannot	remember	the	past	are	condemned	to	repeat	it.”	So	what	can	we	learn	from	this	investigation?	Most	importantly,	we	would	do	well	to	recognize	that	we	all	approach	the	Bible	with	a	variety	of	presuppositions,	which	are	shaped	by	our	prenatal	and	childhood	experiences,	our	personalities,	our	interactions	with	families	and	friends,	our	education	and	by	the	media.		As	a	result,	we	all	approach	Scripture	with	a	different	set	of	intellectual	tools.		I	am	convinced	that	there	are	no	two	individuals	who	are	perfectly	hermeneutically	aligned.		This	is	what	I	consider	as	“hermeneutical	misalignment,”	a	concept	that	there	are	too	many	variables	in	our	individual	development	for	Christians	to	all	arrive	at	identical	understandings	of	controversial	biblical	passages.		After	all	“all	cannot	see	in	the	same	line	of	vision.”105	While	a	group	of	believers	should	agree	on	the	grand	themes	of	the	Bible	and	arrive	at	a	set	of	fundamental	teachings	of	Scriptures	based	on	these	themes;	and	while	it	is	reasonable	to	expect	that	all	who	belong	to	a	group	or	denomination	agree	with	its	fundamental	beliefs;	it	is	both	futile	and	harmful	to	the	community	to	expect	that	everyone	agree	on	the	interpretation	of	all	scriptural	passages.	“We	cannot	then	take	a	position,”	wrote	Ellen	G.	White,	“that	the	unity	of	the	church	consists	in	viewing	every	text	of	the	Scripture	in	the	very	same	shade	of	light.”106																																																										105Ellen	G.	White,	Faith	and	Works	(Nashville:	Southern	Publishing	Association,	1979),	14.	106Ellen	G.	White,	“Biblical	Counsel	on	Solving	Church	Difficulties,”	in	Manuscript	Release	15,	no.	1158	(Silver	Spring:	E.	G.	White	Estate,	1993),	150;	cf.,	Ellen	White,	Selected	Messages,	vol.1	(Washington,	D.C.:	Review	and	Herald	Publishing	Association,	1958),	22.		For	an	excellent	exposition	of	Ellen	G.	White’s	views	on	Scriptural	interpretation,	as	well	as	the	issues	of	unity	and	diversity,	see	Jerry	Moon’s	article	“Unity	in	
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Within	the	unifying	boundaries	of	agreement	on	fundamental	Christian	doctrines,	hermeneutical	misalignment	is	a	good	and	desired	phenomenon.		It	is,	after	all,	a	result	of	God’s	design	for	human	individuality.		Thus,	Christians	functioning	in	an	environment	characterized	by	the	grand	themes	of	God’s	love	for	humanity	and	human	love	for	God	and	for	one	another	(John	3:16;	Matt	22:37-39)	should	celebrate	hermeneutical	misalignment.107		Within	such	an	environment,	believers	can	be	encouraged	to	recognize	the	reality	of	its	existence	and	to	explore	its	benefits,	including	mutual	understanding,	possible	adjustment	of	one’s	presuppositions,	constructive	conflict,	theological	development,	and	the	joy	of	belonging	to	a	community	of	diverse	people	who	believe	in	the	concept	of	“present	truth.”	While	necessary	and	beneficial,	hermeneutical	misalignment	can	also	produce	unhealthy	conflict.		This	occurs	when	the	overarching	principles	of	God’s	love	towards	humanity	and	human’s	love	towards	one	another	are	neglected	within	the	community.	Individual	believers,	or	small	group	of	believers	within	a	denomination,	become	locked	up	within	the	prison	of	their	own	worldview,	at	times	even	denying	that	they	approach	Scripture	from	within	a	particular	worldview.		Under	such	circumstances,	dogmatism	trumps	other	values;	the	aphorism	“my	way	or	the	highway”	becomes	a	reality;	personal	and	communal	growth	is	stifled;	theological	development	suffers;	and	the	concept	of	diversity	becomes	anathema.		Ultimately,	such	communities	tear	themselves	apart,	all	for	the	sake	of	an	ideology.		A	lonely	driver	with	a	sticker	on	his	hatch	door	proclaiming	“The	Bible	says	it!	I	believe	it!	That	settles	it!”	becomes	just	that	-	a	lonely	driver	on	the	highway	of	his	or	her	own	presuppositions.	Second,	considering	the	reasons	outlined	above,	it	behooves	us	to	prayerfully	acknowledge	the	fact	that	none	of	us	approaches	the	biblical	text	with	a	blank	slate.108		We	must	each	ask	for	the	Holy	Spirit	to	help	us	to	recognize,	understand	and,	if	necessary,	give	us	strength	to	align	our	presuppositions	according	to	God’s	will.109	Recognizing	that	our	worldview,	as	well	as	the	worldview	of	those	who	oppose	our	positions,	influences	the	reading	of	the	Scripture	may	help	with	healing	wounds	and	moving	forward.		Third,	we	must	always	be	aware	that	eisegesis	is	an	ever-present	danger	for	all	students	of	the	Bible.		Like	the	Christians	of	the	antebellum	South,	all	who	study	the	Scriptures	face	the	temptation	to	“bring	certain	Scriptures	together,	and	interpret	passages	of	the	Bible,	so	as	to	give	coloring	to	[our]	views.”		We	must	thus	be	careful	not	to	engage	in	“wresting	the	Scriptures	to	make	them	appear	to	say	that	which	they	do	not	say.”110																																																																																																																																																																																					Diversity”	in	The	Ellen	G.	White	Encyclopedia,	ed.	by	Denis	Fortin	and	Jerry	Moon	(Hagerstown:	Review	and	Herald	Publishing	Association,	2013),	1241-1244.	107Ellen	White	thus	wrote:	“One	man	may	be	conversant	with	the	Scriptures,	and	some	particular	portion	of	the	Scripture	is	especially	appreciated	by	him	because	he	has	seen	it	in	a	certain	striking	light;	another	sees	another	portion	as	very	important;	and	thus	one	and	another	presents	the	very	points	to	the	people	that	appear	of	highest	value.	This	is	all	in	the	order	of	God.”		White,	“Biblical	Counsel	on	Solving	Church	Difficulties,”	149-150	(italics	supplied).	108White,	Selected	Messages,	vol.1,	19-21.	109Cf.,	Ellen	G.	White,	Counsels	to	Parents,	Teachers,	and	Students	Regarding	Christian	Education	(Mountain	View:	Pacific	Press	Publishing	Association,	1913),	463.		110Ellen	G.	White,	Counsels	to	Writers	and	Editors	(Nashville:	Southern	Publishing	Association,	1946),	153.	
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And	finally,	we	must	humbly	acknowledge	that	God	might	choose	culture	to	provide	a	wake-up	call	for	Christians.		It	is	not	always	a	one-way	street.		Christians	are	continually	admonished	not	to	“conform	to	the	patterns	of	this	world”	(Rom	12:2)	and	reject	the	practices	that	are	clearly	contrary	to	the	Word	of	God.		At	the	same	time,	however,	we	must	be	aware	that	God	can	use	culture	to	nudge	Christians	to	carefully	re-examine	their	“cherished	opinions”111	in	the	light	of	Scripture.		This	is	what	happened	during	the	Second	Great	Awakening.		The	Northern	culture	of	anti-slavery,	whether	influenced	by	the	Bible	or	secular	humanism,	ultimately	prevailed	in	the	South	and	throughout	the	Western	world.		A	testimony	to	this	fact	is	that,	today,	atheists	and	Christians	alike	agree	that	slavery	was	an	inhumane	institution	and	a	stain	upon	the	fabric	of	the	American	nation.																																																									111Ellen	G.	White,	Christ	Object	Lessons	(Battle	Creek:	Review	and	Herald	Publishing	Company,	1900),	91.		
